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in grades 2 through 8, 
extensive homophojie l ists. 
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A study identified the homophones mbst commonly used 
in children's writijig'-^nd showed how the relative use df specific 
homophones changes as wirlting' skill develops. Homophones - appear ing in 

»ic Vocabulary of Elementai^y School Children,** a 
:ompiled from a^ national sample of children's writing 
in grades 2 through 8, were identified by cross-matching with two 

This procedu re, resulted ih 217 ^homophone 
words. A tabulajbion of the grade-level \ 
r^equency ot'nacn homophone was made, resulting in 49 ''common'* 
homopAones — those occurring 10 or more times at 5 different grade 
levelsl The remaining homophones were then placed in rank order. 
Since students ih the higher grade levels pravid^d^^ore running words — 
• for the Rinsland study than did those, in lower grades, the resulting 
composite was somewhat 'biased in the direction of older writers, but 
indicated that certain homopfiones were dominant at every grade level. 
Two homophone units-A" there/their" and **to/two/too''--exhibit the 
^greatest utility at every gr&de level. An important implication^ of 
these findings is that many homophone units generally considered the 
province of primary grade instruction ^should be reviewed and 
practiced throughout elementary school spelling instruction. (HTH) 
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ABSTRACT 

The relative frequency of homophones in children's writing is 
examined. A composite listing of-themost commonly used homophones in 
Grades 2-8 is provided, as ar^ listings of the most common homophones 
at*> selected grade . level s. 1 
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RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF HOMOPHONES IN'Cfil LDREN' S WRITING 

Larry Gentry ^ * > ^ 

\ 

Studies of Qh i 1 dren ' s *sp.e 1 1 i ng errors indicate that the corr^ect 
spelling of homophones (words with the same pronunciation, but different 
meanings and spellings) js a dffficult tQ>sk for many students. 

Johnso'n (1950) listed 28 homophones among the 100 words most 
"Ivreqijently misspeije'd by, students^ Vx\ Grades 3-8", an-d .seven among the 
-first twelve: ( i .e/, thei r , too, th^re ^-our» through , you' re , clothes ) . 
' Fi.t2geraTjJ -(1952) found s imi'l a'r • resul ts -in hi's \5tudy ,of mi sspel 1 i ngs in ^ 
Gra'dfs "2-6', .v^/i f h 26"'hom6phones anong the'lOO mdst diff icul t 'words. 

Al though mosl, spel 1 ing texts, devote some attention to instructioh 
in hbrpophones,' there are considerable differences between programs in 
^..the specific homophones selected for -instruction. In an exam i nation,. of ^ 

seven elementary spejjin'g series; the authpr^ found no homophones 

* - . ■* ^ 

common to ^11 seven, and only two ps^i r common to six series:^ Some homo- 
phones that are infrequently used in children's writing (-e.g., heal /heel , 
toe/tow) appeared in the majprity of series, while some f requenti used * 
homophones- (^.g., for / four , i ts/i t ' s ) appealed in only one or two (Gentry, 
1980)*. . ' . " • 



The present study i dent i fies * the homophones most commonly* used in 
^ • ♦ • 

Childr6n'*s writing in Grades 2-8 and shows how the relative use of 

speci.fic homophones, changes* as writing skj 1 1 develops. Such data -should 

prove useful' in designing appropriate homopiione instruction for students. 



The study is based on the homophone units (g^otups of two or more 
homophones) appearing* in Rinsland^s A Basic Vocabulary of Elementary 
School ^'Chi 1 dren (19^5). 'The Rinsland list, compiled f rom a ^nat ional 
sample of children's writing in Grades '2-8 Janti oral vo^cabulary at Grade 
1), contains 1^,571 words th^t were, used* three or more^times in some six* 

mi 1 1 ion-^runni-ng. words, ~ " ♦ * , - *. " 

I* ' • * » ^ " * 1^'^ 

Ho*mophones appearing in the Rirtsland .J ist'*were identified by cross- 

' . J 

matching tl^e Rinsland vocabulary witK^the extepsiye J i st;y^of homophones 
compiled by Whi tfbrd- .(1966) and Cj^onnell (1970)'. 'This procedure extracted 
217 homophone uni-ts con^i^sting of. ^51 words. . ^ 

A tabulation was made of ttie grade- jevel ^fre,q,uency of each homophone 
occurring in Grades 2-8. '^Common'* homophones were defined as' those in 
which at least two memaers of a homophorje unit Qccurred ten or more times 

at five different grade l\yel^s, A total oT 49 homophone units met thi.s 

\ , 
criterion. 

These f*enaining homophone uh4ts were then placed in rank order from 
.most comnf}on to least common^^By listing each individual homophone by 
number o*f .occurrences. The highest rank was^ assigned to the^ homophone 
uViit in which the ''weaker'^ (least freq^uent) member of a piu r occurs more 
frequent ly *than the weak-eY members of other pairs. , Eor example, although 
the word is the most frequently .used member of any homophone unit. Its 
homophpnous correspondent, the word eye, is re;lativ:ely infrequent. *The 
I /eye unit thus ranks behind those units in which both members of* a unit* 
occur mpre frequently (e.g.-, there/their ) . . . • ,* * 

By applying these procedures ^to the tota T occurrences of 49L homophone 
units in Grades 2-8/' the i^ank orrfer shown iTi Table .l,was established. * \ 



Table 1 

Composite Rank Order of Homophones in Grades 2-8 



1 . 


there/thei r - 




26. 


we 11 /wnee^l 


2 . 


to/ two/ too 




27/ 


pj ece/peace. 




knbw/ no 




2o . 


D 1 ue/b 1 ew 




wf i te/ right 




29* 


be/bee 


r 


tor/tour 




30. 


^ /I ^ 
-nose/knows 


c 

D. 


he're/[»ear 




31 . 


-flower/flour 


7 


by/buy 
I t.sy 1 tss 


\ 

\ 


32. 


me r ry/ ma rry^'^'''' 


0 . 


33. 


TOurth/fQrth 


Q 


new/knew 






your/you ' re 
seer^/scene 


1 n 


wbu 1 d/wood * 


«^ « 


35- 


11. 


ate/eight 




36. 


wait/weight ' 


12. 


our/hour- 




37. 


sa i l/sale 


13. 


see/sea 




38. 


plane/plain 




road /rode 




39., 


sent/cent. 


15. 


where/wear*^- 




i»0. 


way/weigh 


16. 


one/won 






5unt/ant''''V^ 


17. 


hole /whole 




hi. 


week/weak • 


18. 


through/ threw 




A3. 


which/witch--'^^'^ 


19. 


meat /meet 






ma^e/maid 


20. 


dear/deer 






rose/ rows 


21. 


siJn/son 






axe/actS"""" 


22. 


passed/past 




hi. 


bear/bare 


23. 


weather/whether-" . 




%8. 


heard/herd 


2^: 


I/eye 






capi tal/capi tol 


25. 


so/sew 









" Our and hour are homophones when our is in a 'stressed position in 

a sentence. When our is unstressed, it is homophonous With arei. 

^ . . r , ^ 

'•'-•'-These words are* homophones only for those speakers whqrdo not^* 
distinguish between /w/ and /hw/. 

--'•'•Some Engl ish speakers dist inguish-'between .the vowel sounds i;n__ 
merry and» fTtarry , .and/or aunt and ant - ' 

•'^••••-Most English speal<er5 do.pot pronounce » the t in acts. 



As a composi te J ist ing, Table. 1 reveals those homophone units that 
ace most usieful across grade levels. Since students in the higher gr^de 
levels provided more runn.iirg words for the Rinsland study than those in 
lower grades^, it is %omewhat biased in the direction of older writers^. 
It is revealing to no"te, hov^ever, -that certain hoVophones are domi.nant 
at every grade level. Two homophone units, there/thei r and to/ two/ too ', 
'exhibit the greatest utility at every grade level. Certain other units 
vary slightly in their utiljty from grade to grade, b'ut maintain a high 
degrefe of usefulness throughout the elementary years . ^ An. exampl e of fhis 
stability is seen in Table 2, a. listing of the 15 most common homophone 

• c 

units in Grades 2, 5, and" 8. Ten homoj)hones are common to all three 

lists; these ten are afnong the first eleven iji the composite ranking. 

* * 

In both tables, the more frequent member of a homophone unit (or 

most frequent in some cases) is listed first (e.g., in there/ thei r , 

/ 

there occurs^ more often than thei r ) . As Table 2 shows, this "stronger/ 

weak^"! relationship remains *the same across grade levels for most 
» * . ■* ' 

,'•0 

hQihophonas. In a few ijistances, however, changes jn relative strength 
do occur. For exa/nple, while no is more f requenti than know at Grade 2 
-•(indJcated- as no /know ) , the reverse is true at Grades 5 and 8 (indicated 
as know/no). Other units that exhi bi t reve rsal s in relative strength 
inc]ude^ too/two , i ^s/i t' s «nd rode/ road . ^ 

An important implication of {hese findings l.s that many homoptionie 

units that'^/e generally considered the province of . primary-grade instruc 

V . i 

''tion^should* be ^reviewed and practiced throughout elementary school 

spelling instruction. This view is reinforced by Furness and Boyd's 



Table 2- • 

Rank Order of Homophones , at Selected Grade ,LeveJ s 



Grade 1 , 

1 . to/too/two 

2. there/thei r 

3. for/four 
no/know 

5. writer/right 

6. by /buy 

" 7. where/wear 
ate/eight 
9. dear/deer 
TO. h^re/hear- 

1 1 . woul d/wood 

12. be/bee 

1-3*. "^'ts/i t . 
iH. ^rode/road 
'15* 'rffeat/meet 



1 

2. 

3.' 
^. 

5. 
6. 

. 7. 
8. 

9. 
•u. 

12. 
13. 

15. 



Grade 5 
— ^-1 — 



to/ too/ two 
there/their 
know/no 
wri te/r i ght 
here/hea r 
'for/ four 
by/buy 
. new/knew 
woul d/wood 
^ne/won 
ate/eight 
it's/its 
tBrough/threw 
our/hour 
vlfhole/hole 



Grade 8 

1 . there/the ir 

2. to/two/too 

3. know/no 

^.4 wri te/rlght 

5. for/ four * 

6-. ^ new/knew 

7. dur/hour 

8. see/sea 

9. . its/it*s 

10. ate/eight 

1 1 . here/hear . ■ 

12. -would/wood * 

13. * by/buy 

1 4. road/fode 
,15. , >one/vfbn 



study of high school spelling (1958); the homophones, thej there ; they're 

f ~ ' 

to , too ,^ two ^ i ts , and it's , all prominently mentioned in 'the preceding 
tables, were all found in their list of "real demons'-' for high school 
write rs, y 

■ \ ' ' 

Sinae ipeJJ^lng books differ widely in their treatment of homophones, 
it Ms irnportant for teachers to be aware of the instructiopal needs of 
their students^ and to pro^de exposure and practice wi^h the homophones 
that they need in everyday writing. 

\ Midlife 
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